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The term "mentor" is a commonplace word that refers to a relationship in which a
senior individual with ceftain knowledge and expertise provides guidance and
psychosocial support to a less-experienced individual. In today's world, mentoring is
associated with both career and personal development. As more women

fill top positions,

organtzations must understand the benefits of female mentors in business.

Although many researchers have examined the dynamics of the mentor-protdge
relationship, most research focuses on the benefits received by the protegd. The benefit

for mentors has gained attention recently, finally recognizing that mentoring relationships
are reciprocal.

The purpose of this research was to study the benefits of being a mentor, and,

specifically, the benefits that female mentors obtain from serving as a mentor. This study
also examined the impact of the mentoring experience on matched-gender and mixedgender pairs of mentor/proteges.

The research is an interview-based phenomenological study of the mentor's
perceptions, perspectives, and understanding of the benefits received from mentoring.

v

Based on the available research and the case studies, fhe benefits to fenrale mentors are
discussed in this paper. Although the paper contains a limited number of case str-rdies, the

results provide insights to the mentoring experience and suggest areas for additional
research on the mentoring topic.
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Irrtroduction
Leading organizations pay close attention to ernployee retention and development
when assessing organizational health and strategic development, For most organizations.
a

winning combination of people, process, and technology is the secret to success

-

and

developing people is a priority. Developing talent within organizations is frequently

linked to mentoring programs. Connecting with a mentor increases the changes of
success and enhances

job satisfaction (Kram, 1985;Ley,1984). Having

a mentor is

beneficial at all levels of an organization. and can have powerful effects on both the
mentor and the protege. Therefore, the topic of mentoring merits additional research ancl
discussion.

This paper researches the benefits that mentors receive in a mentoring
relationship, and in particular, the benefits that may be unique to females that serve as

a

mentor. The research also explores any impacts that the mentoring experience has on
matched gender and mixed gender pairs of mentor/protdgd.

Mentoring Defined
The concept of mentoring goes back to Homer's Odyssey. From Greek
m1'thology, Odysseus hands over his son, Telemachus, to his friend Mentor who becomes
responsible for the child's well-being. Over time the generic term "mentor" became
associated with a relationship in which a senior individual with expertise provides
guidance and psychosocial support to a less-experienced

individual. In today's world,

mentoring is associated with both career and personal development.

L
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Accordingto Harvard Bttsiness Essentials; t'oaching snd Mentoring (Harvard
Business School ,2004), "T'he terrl's Latin origin Qtrotegere) implies a protected person
or a "favorite." But general usage implies a person whose career is being advanced by
someone with experience or influence" (p.

78). Author Michael Zey (1984) offers the

following clarification, "the mentor's role is to make the protdgd more powerful, to
facilitate the protege's access to various resources and skills that will enhance his abilitv
to operate effectively within the organizational environment"

(p

13)

Mentoring relationships play an important role in many organizations, which has
given rise to research projects within organizational behavior and psychology. Based on
the landmark work of Kathy Kram (1985), the elements of a mentoring relationship cover

two broad categories: career functions and psychosocial functions. Career functions are
the features of the relationship that help decipher cultural norrns and rituals and promote
advancement in the arganization. The psychosocial functions are the characteristics of
the relationship that include friendship, counseling, confidence building and provide
support inside and outside the organization (p. 22).
The term mentoring was widely articulated by Kathy Kram in 1985, and twentyone years later her definition remains applicable. Many people co-mingle the terms

coaching and mentoring and assume they have the same meaning. According to the
Harvard Business School (2004), "the career functions of mentoring involve sponsorship,
coaching, protection, exposure, and challenge. These are very much on-the-job activities;
they aim to boost the protegd's capabilities and standing in the organization . . . the

bottom-line difference between mentoring and coaching can be summed up as follows:
Coaching is about your job; mentoring is about your career" (p.77-7s).
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BtncJits to the Mentor
Research on mentoring historically has focused on the benefits to the protdgd as

they receive cateer guidance and personal support from an experienced individual.
However. the benefit to mentors has gained momentum (or attention),, suggesting that the
research deserves additional consideration,

if we want to increase mentor availability

and

interest in organizations.

If an organization

has a formal mentoring program pairing experienced employees

with inexperienced or new employees, serving as a mentor may be required of
experienced employees. Therefore, it is advantageous for organizations to clearly
understand the benefits received by the mentor in order to effectively recruit mentors for
the administration of formal mentoring programs. Senior employees also need to
understand the basic concepts of mentoring to effectively serve in this role.

A strong interest in mentoring and engagement in the process is necessary for
mentors to be effective in their roles. An engaged mentoring relationship can be timeconsuming and requires a lot of effort, so the benefits should be understood. The
research suggests that mentoring can provide both intrinsic and extrinsic rewards (Kram,
1985 ;

Zey, 1984).
One of the benefits of mentoring is

utilizingthe protdge as a source of

information. The information shared between mentor and protegd serves as a benefit to
both parties (Crawford-Mullen, 1994). Mentors receive feedback on their reputation,
career status, information on employee concerns and other work issues.

For some senior employees, the mentoring experience is a way to enhance their
career or revitahze a career that has become stagnant. By mentoring others, the mentor is

3
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seen as someone capable

of devcioping young talent and contributing to the organization.

The protege may also help the mentor's career by doing the mentor's job through
delegated tasks and playing the role of trusted adviser

(Zey,l984).

For most mentors, the intrinsic rewards are often the most beneficial. The sense

of pride in observing the protege's success is the payoff with the highest degree of
satisfaction. The protege's success not only contributes to the organization, but it also
provides the mentor with a sense of contributing to the ralent development that is critical
to organizational success (Zey, I984).
Considerations

for

Women Mentors

Career enhancement and contributions to the organization are especially valuable

to women that serve in a mentoring role. As women have progressed in the workplace
over the past 40 years, and continue to

fill

senior positions, mentoring has become critical

to the success of the ongoing women's movement.
From the women's rights convention in Seneca County, New York in 1848
through the early nineteenth century, the women's suffrage movement campaigned for

equality and the right to vote. It was August 1920 before the Nineteenth Amendment to
the United States Constitution became law, and women could vote in elections. During
the first half of the twentieth century in America, women worked in all sectors

of

business and government. Women were grossly underrepresented in the workplace and
Iacked equality. During World War I and World War II, women entered the workforce to

support the vacancies left by the draft of yor-rng men into service. Upon the return of
servicemen following WWII, many men replaced women in the workforce - and women
returned to domestic positions at home.

Mentoring Relationships

It was during the 1960s that the woffren's nrovr:ment reernerged and brought
attention to the lack of women in the labor force, as well as discrimination against

wolnen. By the late 1960s, econornic and social changes sent more women into the
workforce. The I 970s were more accepting of working women and a new awareness of
rvomen's legal rights helped drive women into colleges and careers. In the 1980s the
percentage of \ry'omen in the workforce continued to increase

, yet a large percentage of

women held traditional female roles: teachers, secretaries and nurses. The business world
was

just beginning to understand the value and diversity that women brought to the

workplace.

It was during the 1970s that adult development. developmental relationships and
mentoring gained attention in business and academic circles. Several book and articles
appeared during the 1970s, but it was the publication of Kathy Kram's book
created a legitimate field of study on

in

1985 that

mentoring. Following the publication of Kram's

book, a substantial number of empirical studies on mentoring appeared. As women
continue to gain momentum in the workforce, mentoring to and by women has become
increasingly important.
Research shows that those who are mentored achieve greater benefits, such as

promotions and higher overall compensation, than those who are not mentored (Dreher &

Ash, 1990). Therefore, mentoring is critical to the career success of women. As women
in the 20th century did not hold a significant number of senior executive positions. there
were fewer experienced women serving as mentors (Smith, 2000). The tack of female
mentors available contributed to the overall problem of mentor availability and

opportunities for women mentoring wornen. In addition, research from the mid- 1990s

5
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shows that mentoring provided by o rvornan did not increasc a protdgd's salary as much
as mentoring provided by u man (Dreher

& Cox, 1996); therefore, female mentors have

been less desirable. Women that do not mentor miss career opportunities, as they are not
able to reap the benefits of being in a mentor role.

By providing support and acting as role models, female mentors serve as a great
resource for other women. However, some women are hesitant to mentor others due to

anticipated risks and the time constraints. According to Ragins and Cotton (1993),

"women expressed equivalent intentions to mentor as men, even though they anticipated
more potential drawbacks and negative aspects of assuming a mentoring role" (p. 106).
The study also comments on the reasons women anticipate risks associated with
mentoring. "assuming a mentoring role entailed greater visibility, and a corresponding
increase in the potential for negative exposure. . . women reported having less time

available to be a mentor" (p. 106).

As women continue to fill top positions, corporations need to understand the
benefits of female mentors in business. Mentoring in business and industry has been
suggested as a means to improve organizational effectiveness and commitment (Eby,

1997). Within the ongoing debate of women's issues in leadership, mentoring - or lack
of mentoring - continues to be a topic of discussion.
Gender Concerns in Mentoring
Research that explores female mentors often comments on the potential problems

with mixed-gender pairs. Same gender mentoring relationships provide a greater comfort
level, as interactions with the opposite sex often creates a certain level of discomfort
(AIlen, Day & Lentz,2005). Also, sexual concerns between mixed pair relationships
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create additional distance and hesitancy to interact outside of the work environment

(Ragins & McFarlin, 1990). Based on the abundance of research on mentoring, it
appears that men are more

likely than women to have a mentor of the same sex (Murrell,

Crosby & Ely, 1999). Therefore, women in mentoring relationships need to understand
the challenges and negative perceptions that are associated with mixed gender

relationships. Women that mentor men face additional obstacles.
According to research on the dynamics of mentoring relationships. Noe,
Greenberg

& Wang (2002) state. "The

issue of favoritism has been a concern for

mentoring programs. Perceptions of favoritism towards one's protege will give rise to
suspicion, jealousy, and even resentfulness in employees who are not involved in a

mentoring relationship" (p.

la0). The research continues with, "suspicion or rumors

may

make one unwilling to enter a cross-gender mentoring relationship because others may

perceive there is intirnacy in the relationship between the mentor and protegd. Rumors
can result in the decreased productivity of both the mentor and the protege and even

result in the end of a good relationship" (p. 1a5).
The public scrutiny and rumors associated with mixed-gender relationships are an

additional risk for women. As Ragins and Cotton (1990) noted, "while trusting
relationships can develop in cross-gender relationships, these friendships may be limited

to formal work settings, where there is less potential for damaging gossip about sexual
involvement" (p.333).
C

haracteris tics o.f Me ntoring Rel ations hip.;

Research suggests that certain characteristics of the mentoring relationship

determine the intensity and duration of the relationship, which ultimately is tied to
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successful outcomes and benefits (Kram, 1985). Specifically,, the informal, or mutual,

pairings are more intense and beneficial than the formal pairing of the couple determined
by u third party, as the two individuals have a mutual interest and attraction. AIso, the
Ievel of trust and confidentiality that is shared between mentor and protegd increases the
benefits (Allen 2005; Ragins

& Cotton, 1993). Developing an informal mentoring

relationship that breeds a high level of trust and intimacy is more problematic with mixed
gender pairs.

Mentoring relationships have many definitions and several levels of intensity
along a continuum - some relationships are unsuccessful and others last a lifetime.
However, mentoring relationships that encompass both career development and
psychosocial support can increase personal and professional development of both the
mentor and the protdgd (Kram, 1985).
The traditional definition of mentoring was defined as a senior or experienced

individual providing support and guidance to a junior, less experienced employee through
an exclusive one-on-one

relationship. However, new theories of mentoring suggest other

types of developmental relationships, such as social networks, developmental networks,
and peer mentoring to supplement the traditional mentoring process (Noe, Greenberger &.

Wang, 2002). As organizational and societal changes occur, the dynamics of mentoring
are also beginning to change. With the rapidly changing global business environment,

employees will need to network with individuals and vendors from outside organtzations
to gain career guidance. Multiple mentors and group or team mentors may be the next
wave of employee development.

I
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According to Harvard Business School (2004), peer-to-peer mentoring adds
value: "Ambitious and hardworking young managers have a great deal to learn from each
other, and becatrse they have shared experiences, they can empathize and provide mutual

support" (p. I23). In addition, the Haruard publication notes, "those who reported
extensive and varied networks of advisors and contacts, and who were willing to ask for
help, had an easier time coping with their initial management challenges" (p. lZ7). It

would appear that a variety of mentoring relationships may be more beneficial than the
traditional one-on-one approach. In a changing work environment where leadership is

shifting away from a top-down, command-and-control environment, the peer-based and
team approach to mentoring would broaden the mentoring experience for both mentor
and protdge and provide additional benefits to men and women.

In summary, mentoring is an essential part of employee development and
retention for most organrzations. From a historical perspective, the benefits of mentoring
relationships are understood, and it is also recognized that the benefits are reciprocal to
both the mentor and the protdge. The need to further evaluate ancl validate the benefits
that female mentors receive from a mentoring relationship is the focus of this research.
Special considerations are explored for women in mixed-gender relationships to
determine what potential problems currently exist in these situations.

Literature Review
The literature review includes a description and evaluation of six research studies

investigating the characteristics of mentoring relationships. The literature covers the
period 2001 through 2005 and provides a small sample of the studies that evaluate

mentoring. The articles are separated into three mentoring settings: academic, military
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and business envirorunents. Evaluating a variety of organizations provides a segmented

view of mentoring relationships that evaluate mentoring in various environments to
assess differences and

similarities.
Research in Academic Environments

Erdem and Ozen (2003) studied mentoring in an academic setting consisting of
postgraduate and Ph.D. program research assistants at Akdeniz University in Turkey; the
research was conducted in December 2003. The 89 individuals in this study had been

mentored for at least one year. It analyzed gender differences in the mentoring
relationships and evaluated the length of the mentoring relationship and the related
outcome(s).
The research was conducted using a questionnaire and included 43 women and 46
men protdges. Most of the mentors were men (76 people). The study attempted to

determine if the gender of the mentor leads to any differences in the relationship. The

only difference detected was that female mentors scored higher than men in the

"listening" category. The study also looked at the gender of the prot6ge to determine any
differences in perceiving the relationship, and the study found no differences for this
variable (Erdem, 2003).
The mentoring relationships lasted

1

-

10

years. The study did frnd that the

length of the relationship lead to beneficial differences in career advancement and
psychosocial support due to increased communication and overall relationship
satisfaction.
The study included a limited number of female mentors, which rnay have altered
the results. Also, the study was conducted in Turkey, which may not accurately reflect

Mentoring Relationships I 1
the larger population or could exclude cultural differences that impact perceptions of
cross-gender relationships. The research indicated that mentoring produced higher levels

of organizationa| commitment (3.94 mentored vs. 3.74 nonmentored). Finally, the results
showed that mentoring by u supervisor produce higher organizational commitment than
mentorin g by a non-supervisor.

Reisman (200i) also studied mentoring in an academic environment and reviewed
356 internal medicine residents at l3 residency programs to determine the ability to

identifu a potential mentor. The questionnaire included questions about identification of
potential mentor relationships. About 79% of male residents in internal medicine were
able to identify a mentor, compared to 630/o of women (Reisman, 2001).

Women make up 43o/o of U.S. medical students; however, only 27% of medical
school faculty is women. Previous studies show that most protdges prefer a mentor of the
same gender

(Allen, 2005). Therefore, the findings of this study may be related to the

limited number of female mentors available. The response rate of this survey was

630/0,

which is adequate. There were substantial variations between the l3 different programs
evaluated, and the findings may be impacted by the mismatch of available mentors within
the various programs.

Research in a Military Environment
Payne (2005) evaluated the responses

of I ,334 mail surveys completed by U.S.

Army officers. The study examined the effects of mentoring on organrzational
commitment (adopting the behaviors and attitudes needed for effective assimilation).
Evaluation of the protdgd's emotional attachment to, identification with, and involvement

Aug.shurg Coliege Lihrrary
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in the organization was researched. The study established that mentoring decreases the
odds of turnover by

3l% by enhancing affective commitment.

The study relies on data self-reported by military members. Military members
start their career with a four-year contract; therefore, turnover within this group would

typically be lower than average. It is unknown whether results would be similar in the
civilian sector.
Baker, Hocevar and Johnson (2003) studied mentoring in a military environment
that included 567 United States Naval Academy (USNA) Juniors (3'd year midshipmen),
who were surveyed regarding their mentoring experiences.

Approximately 42% of males reported having a mentor, compared to 63o/o of
females. Ninety-five percent of the male respondents reported having a male mentor and
54% of the female respondents reported having a male mentor. Forty-five percent

of

respondents having a mentor also acted as a mentor to someone else.

Forty-eight percent of the proteges reported that the mentor initiated the

relationship. A similar 4lo/o reported that the mentoring relationship was started
mutually. Duration of the relationship ranged from

I

to24 months (Baker,2003).

The study provides limited information about mentoring relationships, due to the
unique characteristics of military training

- an environment

of stoic and independent

naval officers. The military environment has clearly defined rules and hierarchical
structures, which make it unique. Also, women in the USNA are a minority group,
representing approximately 15% of the overall USNA population. In an environment that
is male-dominated, more women than men reported having a mentor. Most of these
relationships were started mutually, and almost half of those mentored also served as a
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mentor to someone else. Therefore, women in a minority setting may have a stronger
desire to seek out a mentoring relationship and return the favor by mentoring others.

Research in a Business Environment
Tharenou (2005) investigated a sample of 3,220 people from the public sector
finance and business service industry in Australia. The study included two surveys, each
one year apart. The study assessed whether mentoring helps women proteges advance

their careers more than it helps men. The outcome showed that mentoring helped career
advancement for women protegds; however, psychosocial (emotional) support generally
reduced women's advancement. Female mentors had the strongest impact
and hindering the protdgd's advancement

- both helping

- when compared to male mentors (Tharenou.

2005).

Australian women account for only 25% of management positions; therefore,
there may be a greater awareness of the need for female mentoring relationships in

Australian industries. It is also possible that women value the support and give more
credit to mentoring than men do

-

the study was based on self-reported outcomes.

Allen, Day and Lentz (2005) studied mentoring that included participants from
two organizations: a southeastern healthcare organization and a technology firm. A total

of

189 employees responded, for a response rate

of 33.6%. The protdges consisted of

74.8% females. The study looked at gender composition of the mentor relationships and
interpersonal comfort as a variable, with the assumption that proteges have a greater
interpersonal comfort level when they are involved in a same gender mentorship vs. a
cross-gender relationship. Based on the survey results, the hypothesis was supported.
Protegds in a cross-gender mentorship reported less interpersonal comfbrt than did

Mentoring Relationships
protdgds in same-sex mentorship. Therefore, the study suggests that same-sex

mentorships have the potential for additional benefits. Finally, the study suggests that

informal pairing of the mentor/protdge will result in a longer. more effective relationship

(Allen 2005).
Based on the literature review outlined, the data about specific benefits to female

mentors is insufficient. Most of the studies include a small sample of female mentors,

which may not provide an accurate representation of all groups. Some groups had a hard
time identifying a female mentor due to lack of availability.
The research suggests that women find mentoring more valuable than males, as it
has been shown to help

with career development. The literature also suggests that long-

term relationships lead to stronger positive perceptions. Informal pairing, rather than

formal pairing, of relationships may enhance interpersonal comfort, intensity and
duration, which are tied to positive outcomes. Research suggests that a female
mentor/female protege relationship may produce additional benefits; however, this
hypothesis requires additional research. The research suggests that women are better
listeners, which is a key element in mentoring. Also, people who have been engaged in a
successful mentoring relationship are more likely to mentor others.
Research Purpose

The purpose of this research is to evaluate the benefits of being a mentor, and,

specifically, the benefits that female mentors gain from being a mentor. The primary
research questions are:
I

.

What do female mentors perceive to be the benefits of mentoring?
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2. Is there a difference in the benefits for matched-gender and mixed gender
pairs of mentor/protdges?
The mentoring experience varies significantly for each individual experience;
therefore, it is difficult to draw solid conclusions from a small research group. The goal

of the research is to identify some broad generalizations that provide insight into the
mentoring experience. From these broad categories, additional evaluation could be
conducted to gain further insight into the female mentoring experience. The research is

limited due to the small sample size and telephone interview research design.
Methodology
This research study used a case study/phenomenological approach to evaluate the
benefits of mentoring for women and the differences between mixed-gender and samegender mentor/protege pairs.

A phenomenological study captures individual's

perceptions and understandings of a situation. This approach was selected as the best

way to understand the unique dynamics of mentoring in a qualitative research
environment. Through interviews with female mentors, the researcher was able to ask
what the benefits of mentoring are and the differences, if fltry, between mentoring males
and females. The generulizations and concepts extracted from this study

will help to

narrow the scope for further quantitative research.
Participants for this study were identified through an informal referral network of
the researcher and were selected to represent a variety of environments (academic,
business, military and religious organizations). Qualified subjects were adult females

who had acted as a mentor in a mentoring relationship and were individuals that were not

previously known by the researcher.
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As subjects were identified, they were contacted by the researcher to review the
purpose of the study and the associated risks and benefits of participation.

A consent

form (see Appendix A) was signed by each participant, and thirty-minute telephone
interviews were conducted to gain insight into their mentoring experiences. A series of
open-ended questions was used to gather information.

A semi-structured interview

format lvas conducted using a standard set of questions (see Appendix B). The fbrmat
allowed for some customized questions that were asked to gain clarity or understand
vague responses (rephrasing questions to ensure understanding). For example. when

asking if employers recognized mentors, the researcher often had to clarify the question

to ask if additional compensation was paid for mentoring or if mentoring was considered
when selecting candidates for promotions.
Dala collected from the interviews will be kept confidential and in a secure

location to protect the anonymity of the interview subjects. Confidential information
obtained from the interviews was not used if it would reveal the identity of the research
participants. The consent form and interview questions were reviewed and approved by
the Institutional Research Board (IRB #2006-36-2).

A total of five telephone interviews were conducted

as part of the research.

Although the interviews provided limited information, the researcher was able to find
common threads of positive experiences for the mentor. The information was evaluated

to further understand the benefits of mentoring. Realizing that data extracted from
interviews could be biased by the researcher. evaluations were conducted with the goal of
remaining objective during the analysis. The paper draws conclusions about the
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experiences captured during the interviews and makes connections with existing research
on the topic.

Interview Results
Responses from the five mentors interviewed are summarized below. This

section also outlines some common themes from the study, as well as limitations of the

study. Interviews were structured to obtain information about the perceptions of
mentoring relationships relative to the benefits, length of relationship, formal vs. informal

pairing, mentoring programs within organizations and gender pairing.
University Professor
The first interviewee is a Professor at a large Midwest University. She typically
mentors young adults on academic, career and life issues. Mentoring is a satisfying and
rewarding experience for her. Although her mentoring relationships do not typically last
a long time, she occasionally has mentoring relationships that continue outside of school

for longer periods. Her proteges consist of young men and women; however, most of her
protegds are males. She notes that concerns over gender are more of an issue in the

Midwest and may not be as concerning in other areas (East Coast/West Coast).
The university where she is employed does not have a formal mentoring program,
and her mentoring experiences are informal, mutual attractions.

At times

she does not

recognize initially that she is mentoring an individual, as the mentoring experience is
often not discussed between individuals. She has received "Teacher of the Year"
awards, which she attributes, in part, to the time she spends mentoring students.
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She indicates that her mentor is a male and they have enjoyed a long-term

relationship of 20+ years; the relationship is built on trust and honesty. At times, she

now mentors him and they experience role reversal.
Insurance Agent
The second participant is a small business owner in Minneapolis, Minnesota. She
owns and manages a small insurance agency and has worked for several large insurance
companies over the past 30 years. She has mentored individuals in both the corporate
setting, as well as employees in her business. She primarily mentors young women and
provides significant psychosocial support to her protdges. Although she has mentored
one male, it was not her most successful relationship. They had a difficult time achieving
a close, personal

relationship. Therefore, she prefers to mentor women and finds the

experiences very rewarding. Her preference is to find someone that is likely to "slip

through the cracks." She receives great satisfaction is seeing the protdge's
accomplishments (college graduation, purchasing first home, marriage, etc.). With her
most intense mentoring relationship, the protdge is trusted deeply and now manages her
finances and estate.
When she entered the workforce in the 1970s it was not easy to find female

mentors. The focus for women in the workplace was on equality

-

not accepting and

recognizing the different styles of women's leadership. She comments that the problem

with female mentors is that some women are too busy competing for top positions;
therefore, they are not rvilling to help other females that could be viewed as a threat.
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She indicates that her mentor is a female and they have enjoyed a solid

relationship for

/fl+ years.

She is invited to the all of her rnentor's family functions and

they both enjoy the benetits of this valuable relationship.

Corporate Manager
The third subject is a Manager in a large corporation in Minnesota. Her
mentoring experience is primarily limited to the formal mentoring program organized by
her employer, and her formal pairings have been with female proteges in her corporate

experience. She does recall a female peer that was paired with a male protege, and they
ultimately married

!

Although some of her mentoring relationships develop into long-

term relationships, most of the mentoring is for a specified period for newer employees.

Following the initial mentoring period, the protdge may seek advice from her on future
career development or personal issues. Occasionally, they may have lunch together, but

they would not engage in activities outside of work.
Her mentor is a female and has helped her navigate through corporate politics.
Recently, she was promoted into a stretch position that was not a good fit for her. Her
mentor quickly realized that the job was not a good fit and suggested she make an

additional career move before her perforrnance became an issue. This "inside" tip helped
to save her career (and reputation). She continues to seek advice from her mentor - just
as her proteges continue

be the norrn

to seek advice from her. Staying comected to a mentor seems to

within this corporate environment. Mentoring relationships are expected

from leaders in this organlzation, yet no formal recognition is received by mentors.
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Church Youth Director
The fourth interv'iewee is the leader of a church youth group in Minnesota. She
spends a lot of time with young adults

- both male and female -

and finds working with

young people rewarding. Her mentoring experiences are primarily with females, as the
church is cautious with the perceptions of teenage sexual abuse. In fact, the staff is very
cautious to ensure that members of the opposite sex do not spend significant amounts of

time alone together. For example: young men are not allowed to drive young women
home after a church event

-

the girls carpool together.

Information received from proteges is beneficial to her, as it helps her to
understand the challenges and realities of young adults. She also receives satisfaction

from helping young people through difficult times and spends a lot of time helping them
make important career and personal decisions. Interestingly, she has never had a mentor.

Air Force Colonel
The fifth participant is a Colonel in the U.S. Air Force. She works at an Air Force
Base in Delaware. Working with people is rewarding to her, and she works with both
males and females. Mentoring males is not a problem for her; however, she notes that

you must have a good reputation to avoid the rumors and speculation.

Although the Air Force has a formal mentoring program (Wing Man Prograrn),
her mentoring experiences have been informal, mutual pairings. Many of her protdges
are seeking advice on personal issues (relocating families in the military environment,

navigating the military hierarchy, and emotional issues working in a military mortuary).
She recognizes the privileges

other females succeed in

of being a female in her position, and wants to help

life. Her motivation for mentoring others is to return

the favor
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and give back to others. The feedback she receives from proteges helps her to

proactively adjust her leadership style.
Her mentor was a male that provided her with challenges and encouraged her to
step outside of her comfort zone. He helped her set goals and provided honest feedback

on her progress.
Common Themes

In summary, the researcher finds common links among these mentoring
experiences. Four of the participants had a mentor that played a key role in their success
and development, and they offered to share the details of these valued relationships.

Many of them noted that their goal is to "give back" to others the gift their mentor gave
to them. They are willing to spend the time required to help others succeed. All of the
subjects recognize that mentoring is beneficial to them, and

it is the intrinsic rewards that

seem to be the primary motivating factor. The pride in seeing proteges success was very

rewarding to these mentors. Also, the compliments and praise received from the protdgd
provides a sense of accomplishment and recognition to the mentor.
The mentors typically describe their protegds as employees of the sarne

organization. The length of the relationships varied (6 months to 20+ years); however,
the most successful mentoring experiences were long-term relationships. Also, most

of

the relationships that were noted as successful were informal, mutual attractions (vs.

formal pairing). Two of the organizations had formal mentoring programs, yet they
seemed to be less effective (lacking intense interpersonal connections) and did not offer

rewards and recognition for being a mentor.

Mentoring Relationships 22
When evaluating any differences between mentoring the opposite sex, the
participants have varied responses. Two of them enjoyed mentoring males and did not
indicate any problems or concerns. One has mentored males, but with a cautious

approach. One has avoided mentoring relationships with males due to restrictive
boundaries. Finally,, one has never mentored a male, but would (cautiously) be receptive
to the idea.

Limitations of Study
The full benefits of the phenomenological study are limited due to the small
sample of interviewees. Because of the limitations,

it is difficult to obtain concrete

conclusions from the sample. The telephone interview format limits the information
obtained, and face-to-face interviews or follow-up sessions would have provided a better

opportunity to clarify information.
In addition to the limited number of interviews, this research considers only the
behaviors and perceptions of the mentor. It does not explore the perceptions of the
protege or the organizational culture in which they operate. Information from the
proteges would supplement and validate the findings.

This research does not discuss the possibility of negative experiences from
mentoring. As with any relationship, the potential for tension, negative feelings, distrust,
and manipulation may occur in mentoring relationships. Based on research by Ragins,

Cotton and Miller (2000), "ln some cases non-mentored individuals expressed more

positive attitudes than protegds in dissatisfying relationships. . . the presence of a mentor
alone does not automatically lead to positive work outcomes; the outcomes may depend
on the quality of the mentoring relationship" (p. I190).
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Finally, four of the participants are located in Minnesota. The perceptions of
mentoring may vary in different geographic areas or v,rith different cultures. Although
there are clear limitations, the paper captures some key findings and suggests new

direction for additional research.
Discussion of Results

Interview results and common themes from the interviews are previously noted,
along with the study's limitations. Additional key findings

will

be discussed in this

section. The findings will also be linked to existing literature. The phenomenological
study attempts to understand the perceived benefits that female mentors receive from
serving as a mentor, as well as any additional insight into gender differences in protdgds.
The limited number of interviews restricts the conclusions that are available with this
research, yet the research generates some key findings that are consistent with the results

of existing research and available literature:

t

Benefits to female mentors (intrinsic rewards, career enhancement and
information).

.

Concerns about time constraints and availability of female mentors.

r

Considerations needed for mixed gender pairs.
Benefits to Female Mentors

Many variables in a mentoring relationship impact the level of satisfaction and
benefits received by the mentor. Some factors to consider include length of the

relationship, informal or formal pairings, and protdgd capabilities. The reasons why
women choose to mentor and who they mentor are complex and likely to be very specific

for each individual. Three common themes based on the research and available literature
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have emerged: intrinsic rewards, career enhancement/revitalization, and information
seeking.

Intrinsic Rewards
The intrinsic rewards of helping others grow and learn seem to be the primary
benefit to mentors. Helping a protege reach career and personal goals was very

satisfying. Also, the satisfaction of "giving back" to a protegd after a rewarding
mentoring relationship proved to be rewarding for the mentors.

Kathy Kram (1985), comments on the benefits to the mentor by stating, "they
benefit both individuals; these relationship thrive precisely because they respond to
current needs and concerns of the two people involved" (p.

2).

She further indicates,

"Through helping others, a mentor gains internal satisfaction, respect for his or her
capabilities as teacher and advisor, and reviews and reappraises the past by participating

in a young adult's attempts to face the challenges of early career years"

(p

3)

Most protdgds offer compliments and confirmation to their mentor as a token of

gratitude. This positive feedback from the protdgd may increase the mentor's confidence.
Mentoring also produces a sense of worth, contributions to the organization, and the
potential for creating a personal legacy.
Career Enhance ment and Revital ization

Mentoring typically happens in advanced career stages, which can add a positive
experience to a stagnant career or demonstrate the ability to connect with and sponsor an
inexperienced employee. A successful mentor may earn the respect of others and
increase their recognition across the organlzation. Mentoring may also allow

opportunities to delegate tasks to the protege, which can create additional capacity for the
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mentor. In organizations that expect mentoring from their leaders, additional
compensation may be a factor in mentoring.
Based on findings from research conducted by Allen. Poteet, and Russell (2000),

"mentors were more willing to mentor proteges who had greater chances of
organlzational success, thus increasing the potential reward for the mentors . , . women
reported picking proteges based on the protege's ability/potential to a greater extent than

did men" (p. 271). A successful protege may be viewed as a direct reflection on the
mentor's abilities. By mentoring males or other diverse individuals, female mentors gain
the insight of different styles and diverse groups.
Source of Information
Proteges may offer information that provides insight into job performance,

reputation, leadership development opportunities, and other sources of business and
social information. Mentors may gain a new perspective on the needs and perceptions of

lower levels or other departrnents within the organization with information obtained from
the protegd. Younger individuals may offer technology support to keep the mentor's

computer skills from declining. The protegd may also serve as a sounding board for the

mentor's ideas.
Lerner (2006) also notes the benefits of receiving information as a mentor. She
shares a story of a protege that provided updates to her mentor, the company president,

on how employees at various levels of the organization

up" (p. 73).

felt. Lerner calls it "mentoring
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According to research by Crawford-Mullen (1994), "both mentors and protegds
found their proteges moderately competent sources of infbrmation" (p. 157). Ivlentors
and proteges benefit from exchanging information about the organization.

Concerns About Time ('onstraints and Availability of Female Mentors

With any successful relationship, the time commitment to mentor others is a
concern for many women. Time spent mentoring in the workplace takes away from the

mentor's productivity, and time outside of work takes away from home and family.
Many women simply don't have the time to invest in mentoring others.
Lemer (2006) notes, "Relationships take time to build. And time is at a premium
for women like us. Between regular work assignments and family responsibilities, we
are overscheduled as

it is. Also, as women, we often have to work twice

as hard as our

male counterparts to advance" (p. 63).

Moen and Roehling (2005) comment on women in the workforce, "Neither men
nor women want to live with an old-fashioned and unequal gender divide . . . many are

trying to be it all

- the good wife, the good mother, andthe good employee" (p. 8). As

society begins to chip away at old stereotypes of women and men in the workforce, we
must recognize that societal norrns are slow to change; women continue to carry out
many of the traditional domestic household duties

- in addition to their full-time

jobs.

This leaves limited time available for friendships and mentoring.
Gergen (1991) writes about busy, contemporary lifestyles that make it difficult for
anyone to find free time,

"l am the victim (or benefactor)

of profound changes that have

been taking place throughout the twentieth century. New technologies make it possible

to sustain relationships

- either directly

or indirectly

- with an ever-expanding

range

of
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other persons. In many respects we are reaching what may be viewed as a state of social
saturation" (p. 3).

If women in the workplace are already feeling "saturated"

and then have

additional responsibilities of home, family, children, and aging parents, the thought of
spending time and energy on a protegd becomes less appealing.

All of the subjects in the

research acknowledged the time commitment in mentoring others. Some of them did not
have time to spend with proteges outside of the workplace.

Given the obstacles that women have encountered in reaching high-level
positions, mentoring may be perceived as being more valuable to women. If there are a

limited number of female mentors available, this could potentially inhibit the
advancement of females in organizations. One of the research participants did not have a

mentor. It is possible that female mentors were not sufficiently available for this

individual. In addition, only two of the five subjects had female mentors.
Developing a wide network of contacts and mentors will help women become
more effective in advancing their careers. High-potential women need mentors to help
navigate higher levels within an organization. In the words of Dayle Smith (2000),

"Mentoring relationships offer women the status and legitimacy in organizations that they

lack. Men do not experience these problems and thus do not need to counterbalance
these

deficits" (p. 153). As mentors serve as role models, it is important for women to

have other women available for mentoring relationships.

Murrell, Crosby & Ely ( 1999) state the following about female mentors, "One
reason that
than

junior men are more likely to have same-gender developmental relationships

junior women may be that senior women are less willing or able to serve in mentor
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roles. It is conceivable that senior women may be reluctant to pair with junior men

as

protegds or that they are so overburdened in their workplaces that they seek to escape

altogether from the role of being anyone's sponsor or mentor. . . if senior women resist
these roles, then

junior women who seek mentors or sponsors would have no one to turn

to except senior men"

(p

68)

Cons iderations .for Mixed-Gender Relationships.

Concerns over mentoring the opposite sex have not changed since Kram's 1985

book. Anxiety about rumors and public scrutiny of mentoring relationships with

the

opposite sex may seem too risky for some women. Although it is relatively easy to spend

time with a protdge in the workplace, finding time to socialize outside of work is more

challenging. The opportunities to get to know people outside the office are reduced
significantly with the opposite sex, as rumors are more easily spread with the appearance
of an intimate relationship. From the research subjects, only two had comfortably
mentored males. Others noted potential "boundaries" that may decrease the effectiveness

of the mentoring experience or create additional risks.
According to Harvard's 2004 summary on coaching and mentoring, "an ambitious
female employee faces two hurdles in establishing a productive mentoring relationship:
(I

) the potential problem of a romantic interest on the part of the mentor, a situation that

would undermine the entire business premise for the developmental relationship; and (2)
the problem of balancing work and career" (p.

1

l5).

Ragins and Cofton ( 1999) point out similar concerns with cross-gender
relationships: "female proteges with female mentors were significantly more likely than
female proteges with male mentors to engage in after-work, social activities with their
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mentors. .

. one explanation

for this finding is that female proteges in cross-gender

relationships may be reluctant to engage in after-work, social activities with their male
mentors for fear that the interaction would be misconstrued as sexual in nature" (p. 545).
Female mentors must balance the relationship to ensure they are engaged enough

to facilitate leaming and provide support while avoiding excessive intimacy. In
successful mixed-gender relationships, both individuals benefit from learning more about
the perspectives from the opposite sex. However, this balance can be

difficult to achieve

for some people.
Research has also found that regardless of sex, certain gender roles emerge in

mentoring relationships. Mentors typically demonstrate masculine behaviors,, while
proteges adopt feminine behaviors within the relationship (Bushardt, Fretwell, Holdnak

l99l).

These gender role generalizations may make it

difficult for the female

mentor/male protege combination.

Clearly most people that have experienced a successful mentoring relationship
understand the benefits to mentoring outweigh the time commitment required, and having

female mentors available is important to the development of younger women. Although
mentoring relationships of any combination are beneficial, being aware of the special
considerations in mentoring the opposite sex may help mentors be more successful.
Conclusion
The initial purpose of this research was to better understand the benefits that
mentors receive in a mentoring relationship, and in particular, the benefits that may be
unique to female mentors. The research also explored the differences in the mentoring
experience for matched gender and mixed gender pairs of mentor/protdgds.
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Based on the phenomenological study, in conjunction with the existing research,
some conclusions have been reached. The general description of the mentoring

phenomenon, as described by the research subjects, is summartzed by the following
common themes:

.

Women who have been mentored want to "give back" and mentor others.

.

Most women recognize the benefits of mentoring. The primary benefits are
intrinsic rewards (satisfaction in the protege's success), receiving information
(feeling more in touch and informed within the organization), and career
enhancement (viewed as competent in coaching and developing).

.

Some women are hesitant to mentor males, as there is perceived risk.

The contributions of this study will provide women and organrzations with useful

insight into mentoring and what can be gained from developmental relationships. Also,
the concerns of mentoring the opposite sex are discussed.

The mentoring experience of women within organrzations is a topic that continues

to deserve merit from a research perspective. Additional research is needed on the
dynamics of peer mentoring and group mentoring and the impact of benefits that women
may receive in the expanding field of mentoring. Additional research is also needed on
the dynamics of mixed pair relationships.

Connection to Leadership
There are similarities betr.veen leadership and mentoring. Both leaders and
mentor.s are conduits

of infbrmation and convey cultural norrns. Although most literature

makes the connection between mentoring and leadership, some literature notes clear

differences between leaders and mentors. Sosik and Godshalk (2000) note the following
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differences between leadership and mentoring, "leadership involves a performanceoriented influence process, while mentoring involves a long-term role-model relationship

which is primarily career and development-oriented . . . leadership involves one leader
and one or more followers, whereas mentoring usually involves one mentor and one

protegd. Leadership may be a more formal, overt, and direct influence process, while
mentoring may be more informal, subtle, and indirect influence process" (p. 366). This

distinction between leadership and mentoring may exist in some cultures; however, many
believe that mentoring and leadership have significant overlap.
Serving as a mentor takes time and effort. In many corporate cultures, people are
hesitant to build relationships with others. A successful mentoring relationship involves
getting to know someone and understanding their obstacles in career and personal

development. Hanson (1996), promotes connecting to people as part of his Seven Bold
Steps model that helps people build healthy relationships, "Getting to know others is a

hard thing for leaders to do. We have been socialized to distance ourselves from people.
We dare not get intimate with them lest we expose ourselves to caring and the
commitments of close relationships and thus lose our power over them" (p. 192). With

this in mind, the perceived "risk" of building a relationship with the opposite sex could
bring additional hesitancy to mixed-gender mentoring. Mentors must find a way to
overcome the barriers to mixed-gender relationships and allow ourselves to enjoy close
relationships with both genders and people at all levels. Formalizing mentoring programs
may help to facilitate building relationships within organizations.

In the words of Mary Saar (2005), "Once you have been mentored and understood
the importance of it, you cannot help but wish to pass what you have learned along to

3I
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others" (p.74). Saar goes on to note, "The value of mentoring and networking is
obvious, whether you are just starting out or have reached the pinnacle of your career. It
is important to start establishing relationships now, which will grow from saplings into
trees as you branch out in your profession" (p.

79). As we move away from

the

command and control management model to influential leadership, mentoring and
leadership are well-connected. The long-term relationships

will help people and

organlaations grow.

As the workplace is changing into a global environment for many otganrzations,
the expanded and changing definition of mentoring may include multiple developmental

relationships, which may increase mentoring opportunities for women. A supportive
environment for employees to grow and develop is critical to help us find meaning in our
work.
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Appendix A: Mentoring Relationships Consent Form
You are invited to be in a research study of mentoring relationships and the
benefits that female mentors receil'e from protegds in a mentoring relationship. You
were selected as a possible participant through a mutual acquaintance, _insert
name_, as he/she identified you as a female (>18 years of age) that has mentored at
least one individual. I ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may have
before agreeing to be in the study.
This study is being conducted by Lori Toborg as part of a master's project in the
Master of Arts in Leadership at Augsburg College. My advisor is Augsburg College
Professor, Daniel Hanson.
Background l{ormation
The purpose of this study is to explore the benefits that female mentors receive in
a mentoring relationship. This study will investigate the impact of the mentoring
experience on matched gender and mixed gender pairs of mentor/proteges.
Procedures
If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to do the following: at a mutually
agreeable date and time, participate in a 3O-minute interv.iew with the researcher
(telephonically or in person) to share your experiences as a mentor. Only one intervierv
is necessary, and the date/tirne will be flexible to meet your needs.
ftisfu and BeneJit.s o/ Being in the Study
The study has several risks: First, due to the small sample size, sensitive
information may identify you as part of the case study. However, every caution will be
taken to ensure the anonymity of the information included in the final report. Second,
during the interview you may experience psychological discomfort when sharing
personal experiences. If psychological discomfort is experienced, you w'ill be invited to
terminate the interview. We will debrief following the session, and I will assist in
providing you with a referral to appropriate professionals. If treatment is required, you
may contact the University of Minnesota Psychiatry Clinic at 612-273-8700, or a clinic of
your choice. Payment for any such treatment must be provided by you or your third parly
payer, if any, (such as health insurance, Medicare, etc.). AIso note that as a participant,
you can refuse to answer questions during the interview, or withdraw from the study
altogether at any time.
The direct benefits to participation are: $50 VISA Gift Card upon completion of
the 3O-minute interview, which will be mailed to an address specified by the participant.
Indirect benefits to participation is understanding the contribution to knowledge
and research on the benefits of mentoring - especially for female mentors
Confidentiulity
The records of this study will be kept confidential. If I publish any type of reporl,
I will not include any information that will make it possible to identify you.AIl data will
be kept in a locked file in my home office; only my advisor, Daniel Hanson, and I will
have access to the data. If the research is terminated for any reason, all data and records
will be destroyed. While I will make every effort to ensure confidentiality. anonymity
cannot be guaranteed due to the small number to be studied (estimated 3 - 5 participants).
Raw data will be destroyed by June l, 2009 [Federal guidelines specify a
minimum of 3 years for retention of data].
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Voluntary ldature of the Study
Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or future
relations with Augsburg College. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at
any time without affecting those relationships. If you withdraw during the interview, the
$50 fee will be paid.
C o nt acts and Que.s t io n,r
The researcher conducting this study is Lori Toborg. My advisor is Daniel
Hanson, Augsburg Colleg e Professor. He can be reached at hansond@auqsburs.edu:612
330-1540. You may ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you
may contact me at any time on my cellular phone (651) 206-2088, or contact Daniel
Hanson at the number provided above.
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
Statement of Consent
I have read the above information or have had it read to me. I have received
answers to questions asked. I consent to participate in the study.
Signature
Date

Signature of investigator
Date
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Appendix B: Interview Questions
The case study interviews will provide insight into the mentoring experience and
perceptions for women. A series of open-ended questions will be used to find common
threads of information. Sample questions include:
. What is it like to be a mentor (satisfying, frustrating, rewarding)?
o What benefits do you/did you receive from mentoring?
r Reference your most intense mentoring relationship. Did it result in the

following:

o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

o
.
.
.
r
r
o
.

Gained a sense of being more powerful or impoftant in your profession.
Increased your work skills and competencies.
Gained a sense of pride by helping protdge with career advancement.
Gained satisfaction from helping protege with non-career issues.
Gained insight about others' needs.
Used protdgd as a sounding board for innovative ideas.
Developed a friendship.
Gained information from your protege that helped you (feedback on your
status/reputation).
o List other benefits.
Was your mentoring relationship related to career development only, or did you
enjoy a friendship with your protdge (provided both career development and
psychosocial support)?
Was the relationship informal pairing or formal pairing (arranged by a third
party)? How long have you been in this mentoring relationship?
Was your protdge a male or female?
If you have mentored both males and females, what differences, if an!, have you
noted?
If you have mentored males, what problems were encountered, if ofly, with crosssex relationships (public scrutiny, rumors, and stereotypes)?
If you have served as a mentor at work, does your employer recognize mentors?
If so, how?
Does your company have a mentoring program? How does it work
( formal/informal pairi ng s ) ?
Did you have a mentor? If so, was it a male or female? Was it a valuable
experience? How long have you been in a relationship with your mentor? Any
additional information.

Augsburg College
Lindell Library
Minneapolis, MN 55454

